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Pr e f ac e

I

found my place in the mathematical world, in Los
Alamos. It was also a place of many walkabouts and
a place where I began to learn to connect more deeply
to family and friends. Though Beata, Levi and my brother
Curtis played deep and pivotal roles, in this preface I
want to talk about friends outside the immediate family
circle, eventually coming to one remarkable woman whose
influence was deeply significant.
There were the Slattery’s who accepted me just the way
I was and appreciated things I said in a way that gave
me a sense of validation I can still feel, even see. John
Pearson shared his office with me for a year or two when
I arrived at the Lab, treating me as an equal even though
I was merely working on my dissertation and he was a
well recognized scientist with important contributions. We
often walked to and from work together. I also worked
with him on home construction projects. Then there was
Andy Erickson who helped me build a shop. He just kept
showing up every weekend. Tom Asaki, who became
my close collaborator and co-founder of the Data Driven
Modeling and Analysis (DDMA) team, was a reliable and
constant, foundational member of everything we did in
the team. There was also Katharine Chartrand without
whom my team would never have reached the peaks we
did. My PhD advisor Andy Fraser, spent a sabbatical at
the lab in my team, early in the teams existence, before he
moved to the lab permanently a little while later.
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Looking back, there were so many to whom deep gratitude is due – Rick Chartrand, Matt Sottile, Patrick Campbell, Pieter Swart, Dominic Cagliostro, Mac Hyman, Brendt
Wohlberg, Kevin Buescher, David Sigeti, Murray Wolinski,
Andreas Rechtsteiner, and many more who played very
important roles, technically and personally. But there is
one other person that I want to single out in this short
tribute, for the influence she had on my life.
Her name, was Linda Gage.

Linda had been a pastor in California, in a denomination
in which women were not given the support offered men.
She had also been on the receiving end of a very serious
betrayal, the kind that leaves many people bitter, unable
to contribute joy to those around them.
But Linda chose another path, becoming a healer and
source of sunshine to everyone in her circle. I know this,
because I was fortunate enough to have been a frequent
focus of her attention and encouragement. It was Linda
who encouraged my writing. Several times, she made me
promise to start publishing what I was writing.
I still remember her joy, her ability to listen illuminating the room. It seemed to match the constant, bright,
high-altitude, Los Alamos sun, shining from some deeper,
inexhaustible place. We would discuss all the things I
learned on my walkabouts, as well as the writing these
insights inspired. I have vivid memories of sitting in her
house, filled with New Mexico sunshine, talking, somehow
without disturbing the bright quietness.
These memories still warm and inspire me.

6

p r e f ac e

After we moved to Washington State, we kept in touch
with Linda, seeing her every once in awhile when she
visited relatives in the Northwest or when we would visit
Los Alamos. I continued to send her what I wrote. After a
few years, Linda learned she had a life-threatening heart
problem. Then she was told that there was nothing they
could do for her.
The memory of our visit with her shortly before she died is
dominated by the joy and hope shining through her pain.

Linda’s ability to instill confidence, to inspire joy, in
such a quiet, unobtrusive way, still stands out. The exuberant atmosphere of sunshine and constant, quiet joy
are as vivid today as they were many years ago, as I sat in
her living room, experiencing them in person.
It is a memory, bright, and alive.
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W

hen thinking about those who have enabled,
inspired, or in some way supported creative
work, I fairly quickly arrive at the conclusion
that the task of naming and thanking is either extremely
difficult or impossible, depending on how exacting you
want to be in finding those who have contributed to your
creative life.
How can you measure the influence of a word here or there,
of a kindness that permits you to see what you could not
see, or patience with faults that inevitably pose a potential
constriction of the grace all creative work depends on.
Friendship in different forms, as well as simple acts of
kindness and patience are extraordinarily important.

When we realize how what we produce is just one expression of the creative energy the world, in its entirety, is
responsible for releasing, we understand that everyone has
something deep to say, to give and we begin to understand
how the interconnectedness of everything makes the credit
impossible to assign, beyond finding those most obvious
threads of love and benefit from which we drew.
For me, those people, identified by the most immediate
length and time scales are Beata Vixie, Levi Vixie, Curtis Vixie, Tom Thompson, Michael Forbes, Gary Sandine,
Richard Smith, and Hossein Noorazar.
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Moving a little more distally in length and time scale space,
the circle becomes wider to include Ken Wiggins, Patrick
Campbell, Matt Sottile, Bala Krishnamoorthy, Yunfeng Hu,
Yufeng Cao, Enrique Alvarado, Laramie Paxton, Sharif
Ibrahim, and Katrina Sabochick.
The next increment in length and time scales, makes the
list much longer. I could mention any of the those active in the Complexity, Data and Learning Group at WSU,
not already mentioned above – Matt Jockers, Reza Safavi,
Bryan Kraft, Kim Zentz, Geeta Dutta, Felix Munoz – or
people who have contributed ideas of various kinds in the
past – Chuck Pezeshki, with his emphasis on empathy,
David Wollkind, and his interest in the entire area of classical applied mathematics and so many other things, John
Schneider, with his wide grasp of educational innovation,
and Robert Sarracino, with an insatiable, scholarly curiosity. This third list goes on and on. (One can find similar
lists in my PhD dissertation, for example, and those people
are as deserving of gratitude now as they were then.)
Listing people brings you to the conundrum mentioned
above, of finding the sources of inspiration, forcing you
to concede the impossibility of the task. While the use of
different organizing principles will lead to different lists,
the impossibility of completeness remains the same.
And of course the credit for the inspiration you might find
in these notes ultimately goes to Him in whom we live and
move and have our being.
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photo credits and LATEX assistance
Photo on pag e 8 2 : Mark Meyers
Photo on pag e 1 0 3 : Levi K. Vixie
Paintings on pag e s 9 7 , 9 9 , a n d 1 0 0 photograped in the
Jundt Museum exhbit of Makoto Fujimura’s 2019-2020
show, Silence – Mysterion.
A
L TEX: Michael M. Forbes
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Ve r s e s a n d F o o t n o t e s

M

any years ago, in the hills and forests of Oregon, in response to the crisis of abandonment
and rejection, I began to take walkabouts. In
the process of learning to see and hear, I found that slowing down, becoming quiet, was actually the beginning of a
deeper, richer connection to everything. It was as if, when
I slowed down enough, something opened up – a living
infinity existing between the ticks and tocks of the clock
opened up.
I discovered, or was shown, a living path.

the living path
The analogy I like to use to contrast the standard academic, scholastic path and the living path involves plants:
Scholastic Pat h : Imagine an incredible herbarium,
with extraordinarily well preserved plants, pressed in
books, in drawer after drawer. Flattened specimens perfectly preserved, together with photos and drawings and
paintings. Here the scholars are dressed rather formally,
and everything is very clean, often even sterile, and polished.
Living Path: Contrast this with an immense greenhouse,
filled with all the living plants, at all stages of their lives,
living in harmony with insects and birds and small mammals. Here the workers live with and among the plants,
with dirt, smells, and noises of life. Like Barbara McClin-
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tock, they form bonds with the living plants, so that they
too have “a feeling for the organism”.

In my later walks in the truly extensive forest systems in
Portland, and later in the mountains and canyons of New
Mexico, the vision of the living path became clearer, the
differences with the usual path more distinct. These experiences convinced me that the visible is an infinitesimal
part of what is, the physical is an epiphenomenon of the
spiritual, and our success with scientific models of reality
have deluded us into thinking we understand more than
we do, blinding us to the infinity all around us.
But an exposition of experience on the living path is challenging.
As brilliantly luminous as the things you see are, they are
still only fragments of an infinite, living, breathing whole.
And when you are immersed in the living path experience,
what you see is somehow connected with that whole, while
when you try to write it, you find that the missing presence of the whole creates barriers to transmission of the
experience you have had. We are left attempting to present
the pieces of the whole as an invitation to a conversation
leading to the living path.
Recording the pieces, with that goal, is the mission of this
collection of notes.

very short history of these notes
Many years ago now – actually, over 25 years ago – I
started writing a sequence of notes I called Notes of a
Different Nature. In those notes, I recounted what I thought
others might find valuable from what I saw and learned
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on my walkabouts. I usually made 25 to 50 copies which I
handed out to friends and family.
I think there were three editions.
Then I stopped writing the notes. I continued my walkabouts, and writing in notebooks I kept, but did not write
notes to be handed out. I would, from time to time, write
emails back and forth with someone, sometimes with content like the notes I had written years before. Eventually,
after perhaps 10 years, I began writing a blog.
While some of the material is new, much of what you see
in these notes are edited versions of those notes.

many pieces versus comprehensive
whole
This is not a linearly imagined, single-themed book, or
monograph. Nor is it a fugue on some small number of
themes. There are two reasons:
Nature : that is, my own nature – I am a problem solver,
not a scholastic collector or organizer. I enjoy, and seem to
be fitted for sequential deep dives into diverse problems
and questions. While I am always looking for patterns
and simplifying theories, I prefer moving back and forth
between details and high level views. Barehanded exploration is crucial to my mode of being.
Infinity : The task of creating a grand unified theory
of everything philosophical or spiritual is, I believe, a
misguided mission. At the very least, trying to do this in
a way that makes the task look finite, that would lead to a
finite book, makes no sense. The underlying reason is the
irreducible complexity of the infinite, living whole.
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There is a famous proverb of Solomon that says:
Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto
thine own understanding
Proverbs 3:5

This is not a moral prohibition, but rather an admonition to
recognize the infinite complexity of reality, to understand
that this infinity can never be reduced to a finite, comprehensible model for the purposes of unaided decisions
passing the test of time. The same wise man who exhorted
his listeners to “... get wisdom; and with all they getting,
get understanding” is cautioning them against thinking
this can ever be sufficient.
The deep quietness (the correct interpretation of “the fear
of the lord”) that is the beginning of wisdom, is the beginning because it immerses the listener in Infinity, not
because the infinite potential in the listener somehow becomes, suddenly, instantly, fully realized.
In Him we live and move and have our being.

sacred boundaries
In these notes you will also find more than a trace of my
devotion to free will, to boundaries, and learning through
immersed, individual experience – to self-discovery, as
opposed to being told what to do.
For me, an incredibly important part of my path has been
the validation of the sacredness in which the legitimate
healers and mentors, and the Shepherd of us all, hold
human boundaries.
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Early in my life, a trusted relative outside my immediate family, violated my psychological boundaries in an
extremely deep, traumatic way. The healing that was required, and the work this entailed, has been extensive.
The benefits of this work, this experience, is that I have
learned sensitivity to others and the extreme importance
of kindness and compassion. It is possible that without
this experience, I would have been a rather unbearable,
hard-charging extrovert, perhaps a symphony conductor
(frequently completely terrible human beings) or maybe a
hard driving engineer, leading some design firm. (Both of
these ambitions appeared very early in my life, perhaps at
ages 5 or 6 years).
Instead, even though I am an extrovert, I learned the skills
of an introvert and dealt with the effects of the trauma and
rejection and loss of my parents early on, by finding solace
in walkabouts and the quiet, consistent depths offered by
immersion in nature and the study of the sciences.
Starting with my parents, continuing on with the mentors
that found me in southern New Mexico, and then with the
undergraduate mentors at Walla Walla University in 1980,
I found there was an area of study – mathematics – that
challenged me, deeply resonating with the path of probing
how the universe worked across all boundaries, at least if
one were to approach it in a way somehow reminiscent of
ancient Hebrew traditions.

language connects everything
I believe the power of language has yet to be fully understood.
Certainly the ancient story of the tower of Babel tells of the
power of communication in the attainment (of negative)
goals. The ascendancy of those who no longer recognize
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the difference between lies and honesty, shows the negative
power of the loss of trust in the spoken word. And the long
developing loss of precision and nuance – because so few
take the time to think and feel and see – also contributes
to a weakening of the more obvious powers of language.
Yet there is something even deeper.
Language is intimately involved in the connection between
the spiritual and physical worlds – words connect the seen
and unseen.
While the analogies between language and the way the
entire universe is constructed, together with the workings
of the spiritual world we can infer, argue strongly for an integrating, connecting role of language, my own experience
offers no proofs and little fundamental comprehension. I
am reminded of the experience of the Syrian captain, Naaman, seeking healing from the prophet Elisha – eventually
Naaman simply had to do something he could not understand and was then healed, without fully comprehending
what was happening.
Nevertheless, I am convinced that words are critically
important connections between the seen and unseen.
My walkabouts and my experience with healing compel
me to hold that the words, to each of us, individually,
through the torn veil, contain all the power in the universe.
I cannot understand this in terms of (the modern, surprisingly accurate) models of the universe at our disposal, but
I can say that, over and over again, when I have opened
to God the answers have come, peace has resulted, and
healing has deepened.

20

verses and footnotes

He speaks, and it is, for in Him we live and move and have
our being.

come and see
The verses that speak to me, are nothing more or less
than doors I go through to find infinity. The notes I wrote
here, are but footnotes to the infinity you will discover as
you move into your own walkabout, as you pass through
your own doors to find the same Infinity.
I have learned that humility has nothing to do with the loss
of dignity and everything to do with letting go whatever
blocks hearing and seeing, that Love is the most powerful
thing in the universe, and that the surrender that feels like
death, like stepping off a cliff, is in fact the entrance into
a life powered by an energy so rich, so creative, so full of
goodness, that there is only one reasonable advertisement.
Come and See.
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N ua n c e a n d t h e Ar t o f
Knowing

H

ow do we know something? Aside from the growing challenge presented by the proliferation of
easily accessible, highly unreliable data, there is a
deeper question here, much deeper, in fact, than whether
or not there are mistakes or lies polluting some assertion.

knowledge
Knowledge is the substrate on which instinctive intelligence grows, from which understanding emerges, eventually yielding deeper perspectives and wisdom. The
optimal state for knowledge acquisition is not some cold
emotionless state – it is a quietness rendering very keen
senses, and a living, breathing connection to the complex
system in which the knowledge resides.
The most common obstacle to knowledge is an inability
to find quietness or grasp nuance, often as a result of
unhealed emotional damage.
It is clear the knowledge I am talking about is more than
just facts and figures. It is even more than a thick data
version of facts and figures. It is a sort of living, breathing,
immersion in the system in which the knowledge resides –
it is thick data that is a part of us. This kind of knowledge
is immediately useful and instinctively available.
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quietness
Returning to the idea that quietness is necessary for
knowledge acquisition, first note the idea that knowing
requires quietness is very old. An obsolete phrase for
the deepest quietness, a sort of awe, was the “fear of the
Lord”. Thus “ ... the fear of the lord is the beginning of
knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7) becomes “... deep quietness is
the beginning of knowledge”.
The wisest of those dealing frequently with trauma will
agree on two things: (1) unhealed trauma is very common
and (2) it seriously messes with our ability to communicate
and listen to others, with our capacity for quietness. (I
recommend two speakers that can be found on YouTube.
The first is Tara Brach – I recommend starting with the
talk Healing trauma: the light shines through the broken places.
The second is Gabor Maté – I recommend starting with
Keynote ACES to Assets 2019 – Dr. Gabor Maté – Trauma as
disconnection from the self.)
As a result, the quietness needed for an ability to immerse
ourselves, to really know something, is at best very narrowly available to many who seek knowledge.

an example
Take, for example, the current crisis in race relations and
the Black Lives Matter movement.
On the one hand, the inequality between poor black and
well off whites is utterly obscene, as is the law enforcement
treatment of blacks in far too many cases. It is not something that can be explained away as small or statistically
insignificant.
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On the other hand, the inherent cruelty, in the treatment
of anyone without power in a society fundamentally oriented towards punishment rather than healing, and in the
outrageous chasm between the lot of the very poor and
the very rich, means the real story is much more nuanced.
And it is much deeper than race, as big of a deal as race
can be.
Yet, to treat it as something beyond race, seems for some
to be a claim that black lives do not matter quite so much.
This is false. But on an emotional level, it goes beyond true
and false, because the whole question is deeply embedded
in trauma.
The cruel injustice endured by generations of blacks in
the south is beyond outrageous. But so is the grinding
cruelty and violence heaped on the residents of the Gaza
strip or the Apartheid in the occupied territories in Israel.
Of course there are the numerous other countries the US
has callously, unjustly exploited to support the capitalist
excesses of our country, many time with outrageous consequences for the peoples and cultures of those countries.
There are many, many cultures who have fallen victim to
the maladies of our national soul-sickness.
As a result, to see the big picture and get to the bottom
of the diseases afflicting the soul of the United States, we
have to discipline ourselves to avoid cultural narcissism,
even when it seems justified by pain – including deep pain
such as the holocaust or slavery.
Because cultural narcissism blinds us, blocking us from
finding the healing and repair we actually need.
A quiet, patient path into knowledge and then understanding, will see the validity in all the narratives – Black
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Lives Matter, All Lives Matter, and Blue Lives Matter. The
complexity cannot be swept under the rug if fundamentally sound solutions and a future worth fighting for are
to be attained.
History has shown the intense power in forgiveness, in attempting to understand even those whose pain has caused
them to do horrible things. Some of these turn out to
be, apparently, unchangeable. But even in those cases,
to stoop to contempt, to condemnation and disrespect is
both unnecessary and dehumanizing for the individual
stooping to those positions.
In the same way that slavery deeply debased and dehumanized the enslavers, those that indulge in contempt, sacrifice
their virtues and self-respect for the fleeting pleasures of
self-righteousness and a sense of superiority. (There really
is no upside to contempt and self-righteousness.) They
also lose the ability to see and hear clearly.
Returning to the crisis in motion, in order to productively,
beneficially engage with people in the Black Lives Matter,
All Lives Matter, and Blue Lives Matter tribes, conversations have to move from labels to connections based on
human respect and empathy. If contempt is abandoned,
we can see more deeply than the positions that seem, at
first, to characterize the inhabitants of those tribes. We can
begin to hear the story behind the story for the real people
in the conversation. When the labels drop away, and the
deeper realities are viewed, we stand the largest chance of
influencing each other in positive ways.
When this is done from a position of alongside, rather than
above, we rob the opposition of their strongest arguments
against us. We also allow ourselves to learn from those
that we would otherwise look down on. While this does
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not guarantee success in turning everyone away from destructive paths, it greatly increases our chances of success.

path to the art of knowing
An immersion into the question of how we acquire the
art of knowing, quickly uncovers the way education robs
the educated of all but the most rudimentary versions
of this art. As a result, this art – the ability to find and
pursue an immersive journey to instinctive intelligence –
is something that must be mastered in spite of, rather than
through, traditional educational channels.
While the usual channels are often a part of the pursuit,
the student must stubbornly preserve both an awareness
of their true goals and a boldness to find the right experiences.
The discipline that insists on seeing and dwelling on the
nuances, until the entire system comes alive with you in
it, is the practice required to move to the deeper state of
seeing and hearing.
This sounds mystical, and to some extent, perhaps it is,
but it is not new – this is really the state of flow that is
something of a hot topic right now. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s book Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience was
the first modern work (that I am aware of) to talk about
this to the modern “thought leader” influenced crowd, but
the idea is a very old one, as is the understanding of the
state of flow. Because the experience of flow is as old as
humanity.
In the state of living flow, connections expand the awareness, even while the focus is deepened. While the state
itself is neutral – it can be used to do positive or negative
things, in a generous state or a selfish state – the most pow-
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erful state of flow comes when the whole human being
dwells in the quietness spoken of in the proverbs above.
In that state, there are no active trauma triggers that can
distract and no unmet needs that can derail. Awareness is
maximal, and the full faculties of the being can be nimbly
steered this way or that.
An enormous whole-human ecosystem filled with living,
breathing nuance of every description becomes the laboratory of the soul for the mastery of the art of knowing.
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Mi n i m a l i s m a n d t h e Ar t o f
In s t i n c t i v e M a s t e r y
Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not
simpler.
Albert Einstein

M

astery begins by understanding that, like full
grown trees, fully developed mastery depends
crucially on the seed you plant, the soil that
seed grows in and the environment for growth.

mastery from minimalism
The tools, insights, and concepts that enable instinctive
mastery, must, like seeds, focus the energy on a minimal
essence. When things have been made as simple as possible, but not simpler, you will have tools that can be an
extension of yourself, requiring little extra mental energy
or overhead to use, to adapt, to modify as needed.
The resulting creative work grows very naturally, organically, with what emerges being adapted to the problems
and environment because it emerges from that environment in direct response to the problem. The results are not
imposed on the environment – what emerges is a collaboration with the environment aimed at solving a problem
or creating a vision.
Minimalism also aids in the understanding of all the
details in the full grown tree. When the minimalist core is
precisely seen and understood, the proliferation of details,

29

3

minimalism and the art of instinctive mastery

of variations, of ornamentation, does not distract from
the understanding – it is simply provided with a deeper,
more useful outline or organizing principle. A hierarchical
understanding enabled by the minimalistic approach leads
to a multiscale unfolding, kept as simple as possible at
each scale. This permits us to see much further.

minimalism from ite ration
Finding the minimal core of any grand project – whether
it is a branch of mathematics, the art of painting, the
discipline of competitive running, the exacting science
of detective work, or the composition of brilliant novels,
to name a few endeavors – is a task which is best done
through iterative distillation and immersive experience.
The process of creating a sequence of minimalist versions
converging to an essence, distinguishes what is different
and truly foundational from what is secondary or simply
different forms of some other primary tool, idea or concept.
In fact, both the discovery and the exercise of the essence,
the minimalistic core, depend on an iterative approach
similar to agile innovation methods from the business
world. For the methods of the agile innovation style are but
a special case of a deep, bare-handed, iterative approach
to creative work.
Moving away from formulaic approaches yet retaining
the discipline of enlightened efficiency that lays bare an
essence, we can scale the internal parameters of creative
working sprints to allow for work of any depth, of sustained focus of any intensity.
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finding minimalism
The analogy with the growth of a tree is surprisingly well
known – surprising because the deep lessons contained in
this analogy are almost always ignored. The seed that you
plant to get a tree is small. It contains the essence of the
tree, but the work of building the tree is the unfolding, the
growing of that essence. The minimalism implicit in this
seems to have been completely lost on the vast majority of
educational systems.
Artists capable of seeing and transmitting their art to others
– and any endeavor pursued deeply enough is an art – are
quite rare. Not because this is not accessible to others,
but because few have the combination of deep quietness,
patience and generosity that finding and then sharing the
powerful essence with others requires.
Yet, everyone needs companionship and at least a small
group of peers who encourage and inspire each other.
As you pursue an immersive journey to instinctive mastery,
following an iterative path you have learned to tune to
fit your environment, vision, and problems, you will also
discover like minded souls, also attuned to the more subtle
path to creative excellence.
It just works that way.
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the minimalist idea , in a cartoon
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Co n v e r sat i o n a n d t h e Ar t
o f Co n n e c t i o n

O

ne of the earliest realizations from my walkabouts
was that the two fundamental human needs are
connection and tangible, creative expression. Since
then, my understanding has deepened considerably. Moving from a theoretical truth I saw very clearly, to a practical,
bare-handed, immersive experience of the same truth has
been prompted by experiences leaving me more grounded,
more connected with the Life in which we live and move
and have our being.

the art of conversation
In this note, I focus on the first need, the art of connection
with others. More specifically, I look at another art at the
core of the art of connection – the art of conversation.
Before I experienced a breakdown in response to 30
years of running away from grief and trauma from my
parents sicknesses and deaths, I found the deepest feelings
of love accompanied with intense fears of losing that love.
Concerts would sometimes induce intense impulses to cry
that I resisted, and I often had a difficult time being in the
moment to simply feel and hear and see, if this involved
other people.
After the breakdown revealed a path through the grief
from the loss of my parents, I discovered a richer world
opened when you did not run away from parts of it.
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In particular, conversations with others – whether or not
they were verbal – had a new capacity for depth and
richness.
Of course, this was not completely new to me – I had been
on countless walkabouts, and in the safety of a walkabout,
the walls came down and I was able to see and feel and
hear. There were also Alanon meetings my brother had
persuaded me to attend. Again, the safety there made it
OK to see and hear and feel. There were also a few very
close people I allowed myself to connect to and feel things
with, even if it was scary at times.
But the changes prompted by the breakdown and subsequent recovery, opened to me a new, deeper revelation of
what could be.
When I had the idea for an informal 2011 summer class,
I could not have guessed it would turn into a pivotal
experience. I had recently read Bill Thurston’s 1994 article
in the Notices of the American Mathematical Society, titled
On Proof and Progress in Mathematics. This inspired me to
see how far I could take the theme of derivatives in all
their various forms as a vehicle for teaching analysis.
I wrote down about 3 or 4 pages of short paragraphs, each
focusing on a different incarnation of the idea of derivative
in analysis. There were three advanced undergraduate
students who met once or twice a week in my office, in
front of the blackboard. I would take one of the paragraphs
as a prompt and riff on it for two to three hours, in a
conversation aimed at moving them to real understanding.
The connection we shared was both deeply satisfying and
highly effective in opening a new expanse for mathematical exploration. Seeing the power of a very small group,
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aimed at something together, began a shift that I am still
navigating.
In spite of these experiences deepening my ability to
connect with others, I still struggle with conversation when
it seems like small talk. Part of this is probably just fine
– not everybody needs to connect in the same way. But
part of this is my journey of finding deeper patience and
an ability to slow down to really hear and see, to be fully
present.

lessons from obi
That I know there is more is probably due to my late friend
Obi, the magnificent, black standard poodle who joined
our family when he was 8 weeks old.
Obi was full of unforgettable intelligence and joy.
His ability to listen, to be there, to somehow know when
you needed him around, was amazing. And of course, the
conversations we had were mostly non-verbal, though he
did have a few things to say now and then, through his
unique, information-rich intonations.
When I experienced the breakdown and the recovery that
followed, he was a constant companion, even as he had
been Beata’s constant companion when she worked through
her grief from her dad’s passing several years before.
I was fully present for Obi’s sickness and death, a deeply
painful experience and a revelation of the expanse that
being present opens, of the healing contained in the grief
you experience, if you do not resist it. His death taught me
the power in not building walls and in this new experience,
I found the key to the art of connection and the art of
conversation.
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the art of connection
Being present, in this moment, cultivating the quietness
it takes to listen, allows the resulting connections and
conversations to pour out their full riches. Knowing there
is always enough healing, enough life, enough joy to deal
with everything that tempts us to build walls – this is the
gift these experiences have given me.
Being present, without walls, trusting in a Goodness greater
than ourselves, allows for an authenticity, a simplicity penetrating mysteries, a child-like ability to see and hear and
feel and a capacity for conversation and connection with a
power that is hard to overestimate.
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Part II

Notes on the S ide

39

Fi n d i n g yo u r o w n pat h

W

hen my brother succeeded in persuading me
to join an Alanon group in 1995 or 1996 I had
little understanding of the healing for mind and
spirit I would find among those gentle, powerful souls.
They opened the door to healing simply by listening to
me and speaking of their own paths in a way that made it
clear I could take what I found healing and leave the rest.

I did know I was deeply afraid of others trying to tell me
how to think, how to live, or even who to be. But I did not
know the boundary violations I had experienced when I
was young had created some very large traumas that were
only increased by living through the slow deaths of both
of our parents.
Healing and a deep inspiration flowed from a combination
of those illuminated spaces for listening, and the walkabouts in the forests and mountains – first in Oregon, and
then in New Mexico. In those experiences I learned that
no one had the answer for me, no one had the right to tell
me what I should do, and only by that personal walk in
those places of quietness and stillness could I hear and see
and feel and find my own muse, my own path, my own
unique way of creating and connecting.
I began to experience the power of the right words, at the
right time.
I am still learning to understand the enormous power
of words and the extent to which the misuse of words
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has created large swaths of humanity and society with
seriously reduced capacity for sensing reality, for understanding the negative power of words and images, thrown
around carelessly or even maliciously.
So much of what we say to each other is either powerless,
without inspiration, or filled with power to damage and
limit those who accept the words. This comes either as a
result of ignorance (the most common case) or intentional
malevolence. I have been guilty of using words in ways
that were not respectful of the need for others to find their
own way. Phrases like "you should ..." are rarely helpful
or useful. Often they are damaging. I now believe they
never belong in print because, when they are appropriate,
it is always very situation dependent. When they do appear with well-intentioned people, it is most often due to
enthusiasm for insights that worked well for them.
We discover something that works for us and we immediately evangelize others, certain we know the way, that we
have the answer for them as well. This is most pronounced
in those that have an undeveloped gift for teaching, but it
seems to effect everyone who has made discoveries they
believe others might need. So often we speak these words
and add force of our own, lest those listening (or who are
forced to listen) not get the importance of what we are
saying.
Yet this betrays a misunderstanding of the power of truth
and inspiration. It shows we are not sufficiently aware of
how others find their muse, their path of creativity and
connection.
It is arrogance, blind as it always is, that leads us to think
we can find the path for others. Sometimes the arrogance
is a subtle, cultural type of arrogance. Other times it is
overt and obnoxious.
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When we begin to see clearly and deeply, the humility
that must accompany this leads us to get out of the way
of others in their quest to discover who they are, where
they can go and what they are privileged to create. We
discover that the path of the creative teacher and mentor,
collaborating alongside those involved in the joy of finding
and following their own paths, is an experience full of
living energy and fresh discovery.
Balanced, wholistic truth contains in itself all the power
needed to take root and grow. In growing, it adapts to, and
collaborates with, the soil, resulting in a unique expression
of creativity. The resulting creative unfolding, in turn,
illuminates fresh, new facets of the truth.
A narrative containing a truth, told simply, without force,
transmits truth in a way most likely to be accepted, though
sometimes lying, like seeds in the ground, awaiting just
the right conditions to take hold and grow.
A telling of parts of our stories, encouraging listeners to
find, explore, and hear the stillness themselves, to become
adventurers and participants in that deepest conversation
with their Teacher – this becomes the most powerful thing
we can do for others.
In their seeing what we have learned, what we have found,
what is part of our story, they are inspired to begin their
own journey, to find their own muse.
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Me t r i c s a n d In e q ua l i t y

M

etrics – measures of performance or value –
drive what we do at every scale, from the small,
individual scale to the massive global scales.
When those metrics are founded on misconceptions of
reality, they contort behavior so that the resulting measurements appear to support the underlying misconceptions.
To get back to the natural order of things, away from the
artificial reality created by false beliefs, we must start by
resetting our metrics.
I was reminded of this as I perused the Harvard Business Review (HBR) I had purchased for the purpose of
inspiring thoughts and reactions. I do not peruse the Review very often, but when I do, I am usually turned off by
a large amount of what I find. The price of 16.95$ reeks of
self-importance. And the articles overflow with much that
I find distasteful in academia and in the broader, elitist
culture – the same culture that is currently driving the
world to the brink of destruction. But the metrics and
implied metrics in the articles got me thinking about the
influence of bad metrics, about the models of reality that
implicitly encode inequality.
Those models are everywhere.
Take, for example, the current focus in the news and
social media on racism.
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The real problem is that racism is an epiphenomenon.
Looking more deeply, we find the pervasive illusion of organic superiority/inferiority and the (negatively) powerful
habits of ranking in all areas of life. These survive only
because people can’t tell the difference between (1) powerful (negative) beliefs that become self-fulfilling prophecies
and (2) fundamental truths. (While observed behavior –
observed “truth” – does follow those unhealthy ideas, I
am talking about the fundamental truths of extraordinary
human potential here, not the reality created by those
self-fulfilling prophecies.)
But to confront the fact that our brains are all pretty much
equal, and what really matters is environment and opportunity, we have to face man’s inhumanity to man and our
own moral degradation and greed.
And facing that fact is painful and difficult.
Once we begin to understand the effects of trauma of all
sorts, of the massive power of emotions – actually, of our
entire environment – we begin to understand the observed
behavioral data differently. We begin to see that our beliefs
in inequality combined with our inhuman treatment of
others actually generate inequality. We begin to see that
any solution to inequality that does not begin with the
understanding that people are, actually, truly born equal
is bound to fail.
Because we cannot fix inequality and believe in inequality
at the same time.
Though it is a fact that there are organic differences between people and that there are a relatively small number
of (very) basic groups of talents people are born into, any
solution to inequality cannot succeed if it does not start

46

m e t r i c s a n d i n e q ua l i t y

with the understanding that these talents are not rankable,
but are equally amenable to (extreme) development.
When this position is taken, we see that inequality is pervasive, that the roots to racism are found in how we treat each
other in every environment, including very white environments. In fact, if you were to restrict yourself to purely
White Anglo-Saxon Protestant environments (though finding such environments is getting harder), one would find
the same, fundamental disease that in other environments
yields racism.
When we begin building metrics based on the facts of
equality, we begin to stand a chance of making a difference.
This brings me back to the HBR articles and their usual
conformity to a traditional interpretation of behavioral
data.
The mistake the intelligent people who populate academia
and the elitist cultures make, is the mistake that scientists
often make, of not taking into account the effects of multiple time/context scales in their studies. It is sort of like the
Chinese story of the man who lost his horse (塞翁失馬 – Sāi
Wēng Shı̄ Mǎ) in which what appears to be a good thing
or bad thing depends on context that keeps expanding.
Not taking all the different temporal/spatial/contextual
scales into account, often leads to incorrect conclusions.
To many such observers, the data appears to confirm that
(1) unfettered competition and greed are natural and probably good and (2) inequality is organically based. (Note:
I am not saying that all competition is bad, only that the
current vision for competition is deeply unbalanced and
actually unfair to many smaller entities that want to compete.) Of course, the more sophisticated the person, the
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more polished and palatable their presentation of these
ideas. But, as I observed above, the process by which
we can see differently is uncomfortable for everyone and
painful for many.
So instead, we pretend that the results of greed and inequality are some sort of natural law that we have no
power over. And we end up missing the principle that
enables us to find richness almost anywhere.
We do not realize that enough is a feast.
I am far from the first to observe that enough is a feast,
that aiming for more than enough is wasteful, and that
accumulating great piles of wealth (of all kinds, not just
financial) and locking it away literally or figuratively is an
obscene crime against humanity. It is just that even though
it has been said before, by many others, it seems to be one
of those things we need frequent reminders of.
What I am interested in is a world in which taking time
to think has priority over the rush of the over-achiever,
where what my family and my dog thinks of me is more
important than what my department or academia in general or even the National Academy of Sciences thinks of
me, where being a fundamentally independent thinker is
more valued than status as a "thought leader", where quiet
generosity takes precedence over noisy philanthropy, and
success is measured by whether or not I and those around
me have enough, not if I have enough money or prestige
to supply a small country.
In such a world, where "enough" becomes integral to our
metrics, there is enough for everyone. And when this
happens the enormous human potential that we have been
obscenely wasting is unleashed.
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When, as Bryan Stevenson makes a case for in Just Mercy,
we understand that healing begins in seeing our own brokenness, we begin to understand why we strayed from
“enough” in the first place. We then understand that everything good begins with healing, that, from the humility
we gain in that process of healing, every other good thing
flows. Then we understand that humility is not so much
the opposite of arrogance and the drive for status, as it is
the opposite of spiritual blindness.
For blindness was the problem all along. What we needed,
what we really wanted, was always at our fingertips. Only
our inability to see the true order of things stood in our
way.
Accepting this, we are set free to find healing and a rich
abundance that has nothing to do with impoverishing
others in any way.
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I

n this new age of extremes, celebrity and elitism
without bounds, those that pride themselves on their
enlightenment often make a big deal about being
democratic in their ambitions and data driven in their
thinking and reasoning.

This is also a new age of openness and deception. The
increase in both is of course coupled. As openness is
supported or exhibited, some of what is exposed resists
and retaliates with deeper forms of deception.
And in this new age, the old illusions also persist – like the
illusions of rationality or unbiased examination or study
without preconceived ideas – illusions that have a great
impact on inference and our abilities to draw conclusions
from observations. Democracy enters when we attempt
to create a cooperative or civil society based in some semblance of truth or grasp of reality.
The problems I am focused on in this perhaps too provocatively titled essay, are those caused by the use of data and
democracy as tools of forceful persuasion or even hammers
of coercion. While the idea that democracy is a system
predisposed to tyranny is far from a new idea, the dangers
in the new bandwagon of data-driven thinking seem to
be less well known or thought about (even though Cathy
O’Neil’s, Weapons of Math Destruction is a start). So we
will begin there.
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It might be seem strange for someone who is a mathematician, with a great deal of experience in data science,
who even founded the Data Driven Modeling and Analysis
team at Los Alamos National Laboratory, to be concerned
with or ambivalent about data driven anything.
Yet I am.
In fact I am very concerned. And the source of the concern
is the inescapable fact that every inference, every conclusion and policy derived from data, is extracted from the
data through the use of prior assumptions, many of which
are unacknowledged or even very difficult to see. We can
begin with the fact that we believe rationality is the way
in which truth is determined. But this is just not the case.
Everything we do is framed in the deeper emotional/spiritual context in which "we live and move and have our
being".
As a result, even the decision of what data to collect is
determined by our prior assumptions and preconceptions,
and as a result, we can, often unconsciously, predetermine
our conclusions before we even begin looking at the data.
The other problem I have with data driven scholarship is
that, in its current forms, it only tells about what is, about
the systems that have gained ascendancy and majority
control of whatever it is that we are studying. It can say
very little about what is possible. As a result, I believe
that the industry of data driven scholarship and decision
making will tend to reinforce what is, and limit diversity
and real progress and innovation. (And by innovation, I
am not talking technological innovation, but something
much deeper and far reaching.)
This type of data science determines truth by, in essence,
going with the majority vote in which the data doing the
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voting has not only been selected by unseen and unacknowledged assumptions and biases, but is also, by its
very nature, without an imagination.
What kind of data and data driven inference do I believe
in? To begin with, I should say that I am very much
for careful observation of the natural world, of human
activity and behavior, and of the larger "inner" spiritual
world on which everything is based. I think that the art
of observation is a deeply neglected art, the rewards of
which are little known and sorely needed. The problem
lies in the fact that observation – data collection – is too
often colored by stiff systems of preconception and unseen
prior models of reality, influencing both the choice of what
to look at and what to do with the observations that are
made.
Quietness and stillness as disciplines are not cultivated as
ways to begin to really see beyond our current positions
and perspectives. The fundamentally spiritual decision to
let go and open to stillness is blocked by a complex of fear
and fear inspired prejudice which are in turn based on
previous experience with violation and force. Those experiences causing so many to relinquish child-like openness
to reality, block them from full entry into the “kingdom
of heaven”. As a result, those former children grow into
adults that create systems that not only prevent them from
entry into that illuminated kingdom, but also blocks others
from entry.
There are of course many flashes of insight that make
it through the web of self-defense based preconceptions.
But far too many of these quickly become part of that
system that then blocks other illumination, blocking even
the ability to understand the original insights correctly.
The illumination falls prey to the temptations of greed for
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impact or fame or prestige or even simple fear, and the
vision that could have been, fades.

What can we do about preconceptions and biases that
are often predetermining results, especially in the case of
data driven analyses? I believe the answer begins with
opening our eyes, with taking the time to think:
1 Take the time to think. The drive for bigger, better, faster
has moved many people to abandon the discipline of taking time to think, to see, to feel. As a result, this basic
first step to moving beyond our operating assumptions to
something bigger and richer, to inspiration and growth, is
severely limited.
2 Time to think allows us to cultivate quietness and stillness as ways to let go and hear and see.
3 We are only willing to see and hear and feel what that
quietness and stillness tells us in a state of emotional safety.
This implies emotional wholeness underlies this whole
project. Anyone who tells you differently is misguided at
best. (This place of emotional safety is not external – this
is a thing of the heart, not of "safe places" or elimination
of harsh environments. The world is crazy and unsafe
in which the emotionally whole still find a way to thrive,
without expecting the world to be kept at bay.)
4 Emotional wholeness requires cultivation of connection
with others opened by the understanding that differences,
instead of threatening us, enrich us.
5 Connecting with others, observing their bits and pieces
of illumination in a state of quietness, we are enabled
to take the useful bits and let the rest go. (Because of
emotional wholeness, we filter and thrive. No need for
trigger warnings or cocoons that wall us away from reality.)
6 Data is always filtered – quietness allows you to be aware
of exactly what those filters are and to replace those filters
if you find better ones.
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While this approach to data driven inference is not new – it
has always been the path of those taking the time to think
and seek illuminated inferences – this path is becoming
rarer. The noisy, overconfident bubble of thought leaders,
influencers and celebrities are drowning out the careful
thinkers and doers.

Democracy, even in its most beneficial forms, is only as
good as the data driving it. Because of the difficulty in
determining what is biased and what is not, the safest
route is always to promote maximal freedom, opting for
mild regulation only in the cases in which to not do so
would harm the principles on which the democracy is
founded. When freedom, compassion, safety and a healthy
economic/social ecosystem are founding principles, this
job is far from easy. But as soon as the necessary regulation
is influenced by entities that do not share those values, the
whole enterprise is in peril. And if, in addition to this, the
data that is used is twisted by the values that do not align
with the goals above, it becomes hard to see what is and is
not happening.
Of course, there are macro-measurements that reveal problems. When the divide between the rich and poor threatens
to engulf us, we know something is wrong. When prisons
are overflowing, when the rich are rarely held accountable,
while the poor have difficulty for even small offenses or
even simply because they are poor or nonwhite or both –
when those things become impossible to ignore, we know
the system is deeply broken. And when the data is screaming and subtlety and nuance is no longer needed, when the
data overwhelms preconception and prior assumptions,
we know we are near a precipice.
But all is not lost.
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As we learn quietness and openness to change, the data
we gather and use will inform and illuminate, and the
collective projects we embark on will reflect a synergy between freedom and cooperation. Time to think, quietness,
and the observations made in that frame of mind will
supply the light and imagination that keeps the biggest
collective project – the democracy we live in – alive and
headed in the direction of sustainable progress.
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here is really only one simple rule in writing: make
what you feel and see and hear, brilliantly clear to
those that read what you write. Unfortunately, the elitist and authoritarian cultures in which people live impact
everything, even the writing cultures. This often leads to
violations and insults being considered helpful, or even
beneficial. Here my my own writing principles:

T

1 Communicate in person often, one on one, one on few,
spontaneously (even if you have prepared for hours).
2 Cultivate an ear for the music in the things you (and
others) write: learn to renew the freshness with which you
hear, through breaks in listening.
3 Write papers and books you are inspired to write ... if
you stick to true inspiration, there might not be that many
published papers and books, but what there is will be very
good.
4 Write ideas compulsively, write, write, write ... but do
not feel the necessity of publishing most of it, even if you
make most or all of it available as notes, online.
5 See publication, or even posting online, less as carving
something into stone and more as an invitation for others to join in your explorations.
6 Never let the writing replace thinking – take the time to
think (and plenty of it).
7 Don’t be afraid of mistakes and don’t edit as you write –
edit by iteration, by revision.
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8 Creativity is heightened by playfulness. Cultivate it.
9 Share generously. Spread your inspiration and passion
around. Make your environment rich!
10 Sustain your inspiration by a commitment to freedom
(with kindness) + connection (with generosity).

Guided by these principles and the one simple rule – make
your thoughts clearly visible to your readers – you can let
go of the usual rules for proper writing. In this state of
creative freedom, constrained by the discipline of quietness
and patience, originality is equipped with the skills needed
to open what you hear and see and feel to the experience
of others.
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really did not have a lot going on in my Twitter account. With 27 tweets over a few months, 20 followers
and a collection 87 I followed, I was certainly not
making any waves. But I spent a fair bit of time collecting
those 87 threads to follow and had found immersion in
twitter threads to be oppressive and distracting, though
this sense was more of an aftertaste than an in-the-moment
realization. I also found that Twitter did not encourage
habits of thought, attention and focus.
I had previously read Hamlet’s Blackberry by William Powers and Deep Work by Cal Newport, and had also rifled
through things written by Jaron Lanier (Jaron and I were
both hanging around NMSU at about the same time back
in the 1970’s, he in computer science, I in the music world,
though I do not remember meeting him, if I ever did).
Even before this, I encountered The Shallows by Nicholas
Carr and listened to (and had many students listen to) the
Google Tech Talk, No Time To Think, given by David Levy
at Google in 2008.

These books and Levy’s talk had already inspired habits
of taking breaks from the internet and email, something
that came naturally for me because I grew up keeping a
pretty strict Sabbath one day a week.
Given the experiences with Twitter and the fact I was
now reading Shoshana Zuboff’s book, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, I began having an internal debate as to
whether or not I should just get off Twitter. What argued

59

9

goodbye twitter

for getting off Twitter was the state of mind I seemed to
always edge towards (or even run towards) when focusing
on Twitter – a restless, distracted, unquiet state. On the
other hand, you could sometimes discover cool things by
browsing Twitter.
Action came as a result of a combination of internal debate
– already moving me towards a Quit Twitter stance – and
the part of Shoshana’s book about Pentland’s Lab at MIT. (I
was acquainted with Pentland and his lab – in fact, some of
my early scientific work was connected to his, in the area
of face recognition.) The description of the Lab and his
funders and his position in the minds of many that access
his expertise, somehow, pushed me across the decision
boundary.
And so, I deactivated my Twitter account. The company
then deleted my account 30 days later. (At least that is
what was supposed to happen – I never checked.)

I would like to have something like Twitter, only slower,
deeper, and much easier to tune or customize. But it also
seems to me that if I succeeded in getting what I wanted
from Twitter, I would be operating in an asymmetric fashion, one that expected others to behave in a way that I
would not agree to act.
For the time being I have decided to focus on internet enabled tools and activities naturally co-existing with quietness, with taking time to think, with slowness-of-response
enabling time to think. And of course whatever gets my
attention and repeated use must be surveillance-capitalism
free.
For now, this set of places and activities will be my main
blog (http://notesfromkevinrvixie.org), my arts blog
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(http://viksekrarts.com), as well as my website (http:
//geometricanalysis.org), email (several accounts) and
things like Github, Google Scholar, Cocalc, Discourse and
LinkedIn (for contacts – I never read LinkedIn posts, or
post there myself).

A requiem for quietness can be seen and heard and felt
beneath the noise of the mobile device generation. Yet, like
the Requiem of requiems, it is also a door to renewal.
Slowing down to be embraced by that requiem, our own
responding stillness opens new paths to explore. Dwelling
there, listening to the music of quietness and stillness,
alternatives to a slide into a shallow, subhuman future
emerge.
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A

t our fingertips, in the present, in the place we find
quietness, we may find boundless inspiration for
a rich, creative life. When this is focused and
refined under the influence of our own uniqueness, our
own particular genius, we find illumination and a deeply
satisfying flow.

Far too often we surrender who we are in an effort to
gather attention, when what we are desiring is connection
with others, connection with a richly creative life. Human
society has almost completely abandoned the cultivation
of individual genius for the pursuit of attention. As a
result we are infinitely poorer.
Yet this choice is completely under our control – we may
refuse this lopsided bargain. We may instead choose an
abundance that more than makes up for whatever loss
of fame or fortune our choice entails. Those who turn
away from this obsession, towards quietness and life, find
a healing, restoring force, gently coaxing them back to
playfulness, to a place of freedom, to originality and creativity.
Immersion in nature, connection to the life surrounding
us, communion with quietness that speaks and engages us
with Infinity – here we find sustenance for a life that never
loses freshness or originality.
Boldly choosing connection rather than attention, such a
life does not sacrifice its own brilliant originality to the
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temptations of fame or fortune, nor does it hide from the
face of fear. Instead, such a life enriches everyone and
everything it touches, and in so doing, finds connection.
In a present quietness cultivated, we find inspiration for a
rich, creative life.
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Th e C o l o r s o f Me m o r y a n d
Wi s d o m

R

eading Zeyn Joukhadar’s novel, The Map of Salt
and Stars, has taught me once again that fiction
can be more truthful than non-fiction. And even
though the vast majority of fiction aims at little more than
mere entertainment, there are novels that inspire even the
pickiest of readers, with the highest (or most peculiar)
standards for what is inspiring or illuminating.

What we know is a such a minuscule particle in a vast
infinite universe of what could be known, that the skeptical
inquirer is doomed to a rather poorly illuminated reflection
of tiny bits of what is known. But skepticism is not the only
option. Those willing to use all the tools at the disposal
of an aware, enlightened human being, can embark on a
voyage filled with light and a rich, ever-unfolding life.
In the living experience and fable woven together in Zeyn’s
novel, the human spirit and the Infinite meet in an explosion of life and color and light and dark, moving us to a
place where we can see and feel far beyond the narrow
confines of overly rigorous, reductionistic thinking and ex-
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perience. The deeper truths in the story, sometimes stated
very plainly, other times only seen in the wholistic experience of the story, are profound, demanding a stillness and
quietness before they open to our view.
The overwhelming energy moving through the story, illuminating my response, was one of light and color and
memory and feeling, reinforced by the synesthesia of Nour,
the little girl through which we see the story. While a few
might consider Nour’s synesthesia to be an unnecessary
device, I found it completely natural, even essential. For
me it was a door anyone can enter if they will but take
the time to listen to the music and feel the color in the
stillness and quietness, to see the light shining through the
broken places, to experience the infinity between the ticks
and tocks of a clock.

When I taught 7th and 8th grade science during graduate
school, I used to take my students out into nature with
notebooks in hand and ask them to see and feel and hear,
and then write. Most had a very difficult time finding
the stillness necessary to do this. I know they had a hard
time connecting with my descriptions of what happened
on my walkabouts, when I moved into that living path
mode of seeing and hearing. It was also my first time
trying to describe this mode and inspire others to try it for
themselves. After those experiences I often simply shared
the insights I found in that state, realizing that it is a very
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hard thing to actually move somebody into that mode of
being.
Nevertheless, over the years, I remained as hopeful as I
was when I tried guiding the students, that this mode of
seeing and hearing and feeling is open to anyone willing
to listen to stillness.
Lately, though, I had started losing hope in the power
of words to actually enlighten or inspire or even prompt
others to begin a journey. I could find lots of examples
that supported my growing doubt. But when I finished
Zeyn’s book, I was struck by the strong sense that I was
wrong.
Some written words are still very powerful, inspiring and
healing, opening readers to the infinity I began to experience so many years ago in my walkabouts in the desert
and later in the forests. Immersing myself in this story,
I find again, in yet another form, the stillness containing
infinity.
I was also reminded that when you have passed through
extreme crisis, you learn what is important and what is
not, you learn to choose the simple life and connections
with those who love you and those who can benefit from
your simple help. You remember that so many things in
our surroundings, considered so important, cannot compare with the song of an insect, or connection with a friend,
or the peace of encompassing sunshine. You realize there
is nothing to prove, that simple things contain everything
you need because they are doors to infinity. You see helping those who struggle, easing the path of those who have
very little and seek simply to live in peace, is an integral
part of finding and sharing the depth and beauty we are
wired to seek, to explore. One cannot truly have depth
and beauty without healing and compassion.
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What remains for me, as I write these words in the afterglow of the story, is a sense of living stillness and remembering and color, and the deep peace, when we remember
the intense richness of knowing what is important.
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A

great deal is made now of inventions and ideas
that will disrupt the usual way of doing things.
"Thought Leaders", eager technologists and the
newly rich digital class are alive with a buzz that leaps
from idea to idea and innovation to innovation, with
scarcely a moment left for reflection or contemplation.
Whatever is not the way it was yesterday, technologically
speaking, is seen as the key to a glowing future.

Of course, there are naysayers, those that warn of the dangers and point out the signs that not everything is rosy,
but humanity keeps accelerating, pressed on by their ubiquitous mobile devices. Email, Twitter, Facebook, Slack,
Google, and thousands of other digital tools compete to
capture and command our attention. Music in the form of
mp3 files, books in the form of eBooks, anything (and everything) from Amazon, and a host of other digital replacements for what we used to see and feel and experience in
"real life", seduce us into thinking that non-digital things
– things that we can see and touch and hold and smell
and own with no ambiguity – that those analog things
are passe. Thus vinyl records, real books, real stores, and
real jobs where things are made with our own hands, are
considered relics from a bygone era.
But anyone slowing down enough to think and feel begins
to question this idolization of technology and speed. Looking for books to read along these lines, they might find
The Shallows: What the internet is doing to our brains by Carr,
or You are not a Gadget: A manifesto by Lanier or Hamlet’s
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Blackberry by Powers, all of which are good. In Revenge of
Analog: Real Things and Why They Matter, David Sax takes
another approach, focusing on an argument for things
thought obsolete, making the argument, often eloquently,
that those analog things are not at all obsolete. He asks us
to consider the possibility that analog things are far from
dead, that in fact they might rescue us from the dangerous
cliff that everything digital has lured us towards. I think
he is on to something.
In the book, we find vinyl record companies like United
Recording Pressing and Third Man Records, real film photography companies like FILM Ferrania, Lomography and
The Impossible Project, real books made of paper and
bookstores made of brick that thrive because they know
their books and their customers, magazines like Stack – a
meta magazine that sends out a different, new independent magazine every month, and Delayed Gratification
– a slow news magazine that you cannot read electronically. In a chapter on work, we discover Shinola, the
luxury watch company in Detroit employing hundreds of
formerly unemployed workers who construct watches and
other distinctive products in an environment committed to
making things in the USA. Another story I was intrigued
and inspired by, was the story of the Newspaper Club
enabling anyone with an idea to generate a small scale
paper or magazine.
Even though, as Sax points out, real things are often still
the way to make money, this does not explain why customers should prefer analog to digital, as it is becoming
clear is indeed the case. Serendipity of finding a book
you were not looking for when you go to a real bookstore
stocked by real and knowledgeable staff or of meeting
people in real places like cafes and brick and mortar stores,
that we would not meet online, the importance of putting
pen to paper for the purposes of remembering and recruit-
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ing the entire mind in the creative process, the nuances and
range of response that real film offers that digital cannot
match – these are a few of the reasons that digital cannot
replace analog. In particular, it seems that face to face
connection, free of digital mediation is incredibly important for sustaining a network of real human connection, so
important for mental and emotional health.
I finished the book before we traveled to Chicago on the
Amtrak Empire Builder, in a sleeper compartment. The
train seemed a fitting response to my decision to disconnect and slow down. The slow pace, the shared meals
with other travelers we had never met, conspired to engage Beata and I in conversations with several fascinating
couples and individuals, some of whom may in fact become long term friends. The slow pace also, somehow,
prepared me for the stay in Chicago, where, in addition to
my usual impromptu maintenance and design challenges
for my mother-in-law (and her mother, who turned 94
while we were there), I visited a sequence of bookstores
and a Shinola Shop, all using the subway trains.
In the back of my mind (and occasionally in the front,
as when recommending Revenge of Analog to bookstore
owners), Revenge of Analog informed my search for books
and magazines. Getting on at the Harlem stop, not far from
O’Hare, it did not take long to get to Logan Square, where
I visited City Lit Books, owned by Teresa Kirschbraun with
whom I had a long discussion. After buying The Internet of
Us by Lynch and another, The Book, by Houston, I moved
on to Uncharted Books, where I found Nick Disabato’s
design publications, among other books. In Wicker Park, a
few stops closer to downtown, I found Quimby’s, Myopic
Books and Volumes. Over a few days I visited a few
more including Ravenswood Used Books on Montrose and
Unabridged on Broadway. I recommend both of these
stores along with the previously mentioned stores, though
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I would have to say that the most engaging stores to shop
were City Lit Books and Ravenswood Used Books. (In
Wicker Park I also bought a notebook in the Shinola store.)
Somewhere in this summer and process of reorientation
of focus and energy, I found myself realizing that I have to
make changes in order to recapture the analog, face to face
interactions that flow at their own pace. A maker space is
one idea, as is a place to be, to connect, to converse, with
little in the way of time constraints, perhaps some sort of
updated version of the 18th and 19th century Salons. This
is what the summer of avoiding email (checked only on
Tuesdays and Fridays) and movies (we canceled Netflix
and Youtube Red), and instead reading and thinking and
walking and talking, led me to. Yet another idea that
emerged was the recreation of a Bell Labs like environment,
updated, but also very retro in its demand for time to think,
with a focus on an organic interdisciplinarity that would
have seemed natural to the innovators and thinkers in the
18th, 19th and very early 20th centuries.
I began the summer very burned out from interaction
with the highly dysfunctional, ego-focused, post-studentfocused academia (i.e. the new normal in academia), and
arrived at a point where I saw what to do. Revenge of
Analog was an important catalyst. In one way, it did not
teach me too many new things, yet in another way, it
was an absolutely critical inspiration, moving me towards
understanding where I must go. But that is what good
catalysts do – they take things you know or almost know,
and push you to respond to the inspiration emerging from
your own unique experience and whatever new thoughts
the catalyst might add to the mix.
If we are to have a healthy future, community focused
activities and places to be together to talk, connect, explore,
learn and create must be preserved and expanded. It seems
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fitting that I found David Sax’s brilliantly timed catalyst
for this rethinking and renewal on the new book shelf, in
the local public library.
While my interests have led me to pick a few projects in
line with this vision, there are an enormous number of
variations and innovations that promote and support connection and creative productivity. All of them depend on
fundamentally analog, tangible, non-virtual experiences.
As a part of my response to the book, I intend to encourage
as many people as possible to read this book.
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B

ooks reliably inspiring enthusiastic conversations
are books worthy of close attention. When Beata
read and recommended Daniel Coyle’s book, The
Culture Code, encouraging me by reading bits and pieces
of it to me, it was not long before I knew that I had been
introduced to just such a book. Soon I was buying copies
and giving them away. Over the course of 2-3 months I
gave away a bunch of copies and organized an evening
in the top floor of the Monarch Motel in Moscow, Idaho
devoted to discussion of the book.
The present article is part of my evolving reaction to the
stories and theories in Coyle’s book, prompted by an immersive, barehanded engagement with the ideas.
The stories of remarkable environments for creativity
and productivity, as well as the stories of studies and
research aimed at understanding cultures of creativity and
productivity, are brilliantly chosen. For this reason alone, I
can, and do, recommend the book to everyone.
If those stories are listened to, and felt and thought about,
and experimented with, the effect on the reader is large.

When I get a (non-mathematical) book and read it carefully,
it means I have chosen to engage rather deeply. Usually
I write in the margins, in a sort of hand to hand combat
with the details and nuances.
There is a fair bit now written in the margins of this book.
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While I sometimes have issues with the theories used to
explain things - mostly nit-picky like the fact that nonlinearity does not equal non-logical, see the story of the
Allen Curve - the quality of the inspiration affected by the
book completely outweighs any concern about the book’s
shortcomings.
The core of this book is the threefold cord of (1) safety,
(2) vulnerability and (3) purpose which, expanded a bit,
becomes:
1 Safety and belonging - taxing existential questions are
never the lot of individuals in highly creative, productive environments. The growing scarcity of safety and
belonging in many workplaces should be a source of deep
concern. The gig economy is an indication that we are eating our seed corn and have ceased to pay even lip service
to wisdom and a sustainable future.
2 An empathetically evolved environment enabled by vulnerability powered connection. A status flat environment
in which creative energy flows easily is an environment in
which truth and kindness (together!) are common, even
foundational. Empathy, in its nuanced and expanded incarnations, is at the root of all highly effective, sustainable
environments.
3 Purpose and vision - a bold, omnipresent clarity on the
deeper foundational laws of being as well as the aims,
the goals and the lofty visions that drive everything. An
environment filled with signals keeping these principles
and visions in constant view, is an environment whose
vision is sustainable. Opposing the natural trend towards
higher organizational entropy, these signals are an energy
that enables the culture to remain inspired and organized
for innovation and collaboration.
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These three threads are the pillars of environments that
have no trouble retaining those entering their influence.
We visit and never want to leave - quite literally. In fact,
Daniel himself admitted that when he was doing the research for the book, he found himself making excuses why
he needed to stay in the environments he was investigating, even after he had the information he needed for his
book.
Of course, some of the research was historical, visible only
through the stories of those who were lucky enough to be
part of those past places. Take for instance, Bell Labs in its
heyday and Harry Nyquist.
In trying to understand the smaller group of super-innovators at Bell Labs, every possible factor was eliminated
until it was discovered that all of these super-innovators
ate lunch with Harry. He would draw out and listen to
his lunch-mates with interest and curiosity, quietly giving
them inspiring ideas and questions to go away and think
about. Though Harry was also well known and influential
because of his own research and innovation, neither this
fact, nor his ability to spark innovation in others, seemed
to effect his gentle, fatherly demeanor or tranquil reliability.
In fact, these characteristics seemed to be significant part
of the reason for his power. Disarmed by his demeanor,
they opened up to his relentless curiosity.
At IDEO, the design company responsible for a large number of design innovations, Roshi Givechi plays a similar
role, roaming from one design group to another, helping
them to overcome obstacles and find new creative grooves
through a powerful ability to listen and ask questions. In
fact, when Daniel Coyle told her the title of the book he
was doing the research for, it was not long before he had a
new subtitle after she asked a question about his choice of
subtitle.
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The other stories and anecdotes are very well selected
and wide ranging. Some illustrate principles of collaboration. The Allen curve, showing that effectiveness of
collaboration is inversely proportional to the distance between desks of those collaborating, is another striking
story of discovery that is both surprising when you hear it
for the first time and sensible, even intuitively reasonable,
when you take it in and think about it for awhile. While
it is not an illogical relationship, as Coyle asserts, it is a
non-linear one that will nonetheless make sense to anyone
whose intuitions include some instincts for physics and
chemistry and interactions and reactions.
Other stories are rich with insight, a sort of living book
waiting to be read more and more deeply. One of my
favorites is the story Coyle starts the book with. In that
story, kindergartners outdo, by a factor of two, groups of
business students and professionals in a challenge to build
the highest tower with a piece of tape, a string, a few dried
spaghetti and a single marshmallow. The reasons for this
difference, of course, motivates much of what follows and
sets the tone for the rest of the book.
As noted above, I ended up with a book full of marginal
notes (in pencil!) and a lot of thoughts that were discussed
with others. If I had to select a phrase that captured the
influence of the book on me, I think it would be:
... brilliantly selected stories and simple principles that
were even more compelling because they were validated
by my own experiences in trying to build highly effective
teams of innovators ...

And the effect of the book does not end with the sharing
of the book and discussions.
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The histories of places like Bell Labs, Xerox PARC, Los
Alamos and the Rad Labs in Boston were already part
of my own context, either through direct experience or
through careful histories I had read and internalized, but
something about the combination of this book and my own
struggles with getting groups together that were sometimes partly or mostly successful, and other times were
pretty clear failures, created in me a deeper openness and
readiness to put these principles into action.
While the experiment for a FinTech company, coinciding
with the discovery of the book is a topic for another article,
I can say that the timing for the discovery that Beata made
and passed on to me, was remarkable.
I give the book my highest recommendation.
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R

eading the words of Albert Schweitzer and bits of
the life of Roger Williams is both inspiring and motivating: inspiring because they were both independent thinkers and motivating because their writing and
lives ask for reflection and response.
I especially like the Epilogue in Out of My Life and Thoughts,
Schweitzer’s autobiography; It seems more important today that it could have been in 1931 –
I am in complete disagreement with the spirit of our age,
because it is filled with contempt for thought ... The
organized political, social and religious associations of
our time are at work convincing the individual not to
develop his convictions through his own thinking but
to assimilate the ideas they present to him. Any man
who thinks for himself is to them inconvenient and even
ominous. He does not offer sufficient guarantee that he
will merge into the organization. Corporate bodies do
not look for their strength in ideas and in the values of
the people for whom they are responsible. They try to
achieve the greatest possible uniformity. They believe that
in this way they hold the greatest power, offensive as well
as defensive.

Yet I disagree with Schweitzer’s theology on significant
points: I believe in Jesus the Messiah, that he was in fact
God and Man, that His death did provide a way through
annihilation for all of creation and a path to eternal life,
that he was raised on the third day, that he is coming again.
Further, I believe in the literal creation of the earth by the
actual word of God, and I believe in a struggle between
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God and Evil, centered on the existence of free will and
God’s claim that free will is harmonious with good and
life. I also believe that only in that context – the context of
a cosmic struggle – that history begins to make sense.
But I do not retreat into magic for explanation (the first part
of this paragraph not-withstanding), neither do I believe
that Jesus came to establish a religion, nor do I condemn
in any way those that fail to believe as I do. All this
clearly begs for a much longer discussion, though more
immediately it most likely triggers strong responses in
many readers.
The facts that I have so many differences with what has
become traditional Christianity – to the point that I find
much of the dogma of Christianity to be unhelpful – and
that I am clearly at deep odds with the religion of science
(and that is precisely what science has become – a religion),
often lead to me feeling isolated and politely ignored.
Which brings me to Roger Williams (1603-1683), one of
the early proponents of true freedom in the new world.
His life was one of innovation with concrete results that
continue to this day. In addition to insisting on true freedom of conscience, and as a result being exiled to Rhode
Island that he later obtained a charter for from the King
of England, he was a friend to all those that did not fit
in with the dogma and narrow way of life prescribed by
the Puritans. Yet his defense of freedom to choose what
we believe was not founded upon an idea that truth was
somehow elusive. Neither was that freedom relegated
to only those areas in which he had no strong opinion.
Rather, it was his position that liberty of conscience was
fundamental and God given. As a result, it was something
that men could not withhold without grave consequence.
It is this that made his ideas so powerful.
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Moving forward to the present, I find it disconcerting that
the liberals and progressives with whom I agree on many
fundamental principles, have such trouble applying what
they believe when it comes to acceptance and tolerance
as a practice rather than a theory. It reminds me of the
same sort of dissonance between the theory and practice
of Christianity. There are of course many kind and respectful (and therefore tolerant) Christians and many similar
liberals (some of whom are Christian) – in fact they might
even be the majorities. But the minorities in these cases are
loud and, sadly, often unchecked by their more reasonable
brethren. And in both cases, underneath, separate from
the individuals, there is that institutional desire to bend
the wayward ones towards the "truth". To me, this is the
hallmark of a formal religion – the desire to bend the will
of others to my way of thinking, the fear that somehow if
others do not believe as I do, very bad things will happen
to my tribe, my organization, or even me personally.
Ridicule that those who feel superior heap upon the "unenlightened" follows quickly. The stupid creationists and
the unsaved, deceived evolutionists, the godless atheists
and the ignorant bible-thumpers. And so on and so forth.
Resorting to labels instead of real conversations based on
a deep respect for life, freedom and a shared humanity,
we retreat into our own smaller tribes. We view others
through a montage of the worst of the loud proponents
of the "others". And because of the fear we gather and
cultivate, we do not seek to find grounds for conversation.
Of course, there are terrible ideas and histories that beckon
us to the side of fear: the atheist Stalin generating extreme
suffering, the (unbiblical) doctrine of hell and the horrendous implications of what that would mean about God,
the deep loss of freedom that results for various people
on the fringes when socialists get the upper hand, the
equally deep loss of freedom for the poor and the eco-
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nomic heretics when unfettered capitalism holds sway, the
demonic inhumanity of the inquisition and the horrors of
the Nazi experiment. These are indeed strong inducements
to side with fear.
Yet there are also examples of real freedom and the alternative power of discourse based upon deep respect, not
the least of which includes the life of Roger Williams. The
path to connections which illuminate and defeat fear all
involve listening and talking and writing and reading and
thinking and more listening and talking and listening ...
conversations of the right type are at the center of this
model of positive change.
While I do believe that some conversations only work in
very small settings due to the complexity of the subject
matter and the fact that these conversations trigger deep
fears that can shut down thinking and spiritual insight,
there is still room for writing things down, for conversations that are slow and deliberate and open. Even though
it is unwise to "cast your pearls before swine" – meaning
that communication without the preparation of a history
of respect and real connection can be worse than pointless
– one can and should opt for the hope that there are those
out there that do seek real conversations, that are seeking
to explore and will appreciate co-travelers, co-explorers.
As long as we do not try to speak to each other from on
high, from the perspective of one who is enlightened, but
rather from a position alongside others, ready to listen and
see, especially when in disagreement – so long as this is
true, we will find ample opportunity for connection and
progress.
To disagree is the extent to which my freedom, when
combined with respect and love, permits me to fall out
with others. And in this version of falling out, there is no
reason that the conversation has to stop. While some ideas
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and ideologies must be restrained from crossing the line
and actually hurting others, that line is not something that
we are usually dealing with when focused on the present,
local circumstances, whatever they are.
But to disagree and ridicule and belittle, to disagree and
use force of any kind – spiritual, intellectual, physical –
to try to bend others to my will, is a serious abuse of
freedom. In fact, I believe that this abuse is the root of
many problems in the present and the past, but that is
another discussion.
So while I disagree with the theological conclusions of Albert Schweitzer, I also find deep inspiration in his writings.
I find that in this falling out, nothing is lost and much is
gained.
I think that Roger Williams would approve.

87

Part III

Walkabout N otes
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Th e Vi e w f ro m St i l l n e s s
You do not need to fight in this battle. Stand still and see the
salvation of the lord with you.
II Chronicles 20:17

M

any years ago, a cousin of mine who had previously seen me use walkabouts in the forests and
mountains to find a sort of illuminated peace,
observed me in a state of some distress. He reminded me
of those earlier experiences and suggested I take up the
habit of a daily walkabout. I took his advice and found
this to be the beginning of a deeper experience of stillness,
of a quietness that sings.

Because I believe so fully in the sacredness of human
boundaries, I begin this deeper, more explicitly spiritual
part of the notes with a reminder that at the foundation
of these notes is the principle that asks you to “Take what
you like and leave the rest”.
Because your boundaries as a human are sacred, the delicate process of offering up insights in these notes is really,
ideally aimed at inspiring you to begin your own discipline
of stillness.
As a result, you will find no dogma or formulas, no rules
or maxims in these pages, but rather reflections and explorations that hopefully serve as a compelling invitation
to the infinity we are encompassed by, to the stillness that
sings.
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L

istening to Makoto Fujimura talk about his experiences and his way of seeing the life and art, has inspired me to write more explicitly at what is usually viewed as the intersection of the physical and spiritual
worlds.
But to write at this edge, this place of spiritual experience,
is challenging.
The danger of pride, of arrogance, of letting even a little of
a spiritual elitism in, is a very real hazard when communicating experiences of a spiritual nature. Inspiration turns
so quickly to beliefs in, and positions of, superiority when
even a little fear or self-saving or lack of simple trust is
allowed to enter. When we begin to abandon the simplicity
and authenticity of the childlike spirit, we begin to lose
the ability to hear and see.
I am just as susceptible to these dangers as anyone else.
One defense against these pitfalls is to constantly remember that whatever insights I might have are simply examples of what anyone can find and see and know, if they
choose to slow down and listen. Another, related safeguard is to cultivate the habit of remembering mistakes
and shortcomings in the past. Ultimately though, the
humility that protects and buffers is as much a gift as
the inspiration we seek to communicate. Knowing that
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we are alongside others, never above, is something our
experiences will always be restoring us to.
From this perspective, humility is neither mysterious nor
saintly, but practical and perhaps even morally neutral. It
is not something that one would, or even could, reasonably
brag about.
The process of learning humility – learning to see and
hear – imparts patience as well. The practice of remembering and rest, so crucial to healing, is also central to
humility.
Remembering where we have come from, what we have
been through, what we have been healed from, what we
are healing from, how fragile we are, helps us let go of
fear and arrogance.
Remembering, we are content to write from a position
alongside everyone else.
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ome use faith to connect with finite, comfortable
places, perhaps in response to fears of one kind or
another. Little boldness is required. Others courageously connect to the ragged edge, but without the calm
quietness that warns of errors, omissions or even danger.
Yet others refuse to acknowledge the fundamental, critical
role of faith, making the mistake of identifying this primitive human faculty with something that implies a belief in
God.

S

Faith is fundamentally neutral, having nothing to do with
belief in dogma or God. "True faith" (or "false faith") is
therefore nonsensical: the words cannot sensibly be used
together. Faith is simply the human faculty to connect
and it is by that connection that we know, we experience,
we see beyond. The great other, the great wholeness that
dwarfs the tiny sliver of the universe that we believe we
understand, can be opened by that connection we call faith.

In their abdication to a narrow vision of science and philosophy, many have surrendered an openness to paradox
and a truly rich spiritual-mental-physical universe. Respectability tempts and seduces, but enslavement follows.
There is a radical faith not shying away from paradox,
connecting us with a rich, bold and yet brilliantly simple
vision. This faith draws us into a vibrant, living environment, for it is an explicit connection with Infinite Life.
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In the patient, illuminated stillness flowing from connection, mystery and paradox, rather than being indicators
of fuzzy or wishful thinking, become marks of clear vision. Quietly insisting on both horns of a dilemma, we are
driven deeper until we find the transforming resolution
opening us to new wavelengths of light, new worlds of
thought and action.

Moving on from second hand knowledge of the Infinite
to the vision through the torn veil, we find the connection
that heals and illuminates.
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I

mmersing myself in the light and color and feeling
of Makoto Fujimura’s paintings, I listened over and
over to Bach’s Erbarme dich, mein Gott, as though somehow this experience could open my eyes to the words
communicating what I was feeling and seeing.
immersing, drawn into deep stillness,
the quietness sings
time stops to listen,
to know color and feeling
light shines through the brokenness

Words feel clumsy, infinitely poor in comparison to the
visual experience. But words can tell my own story of
brokenness opening me to light, to color and feeling, to
quietness that sings.
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It becomes clear. The deep drive to express, to illuminate
the experience, can only be satisfied by inspiring others to
find their own experience of listening, of seeing, of feeling.
I can invite others to "come and see", to know why their
brokenness is the beginning and not the end.
come and see
the one broken for you
ready to shine his light through your brokenness
to pour himself into your darkenss and trauma
to restore your quietness and beauty
come and see
the light shining through the broken places
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A Sort of Synesthesia

E

xperiences of seeing, hearing, feeling, and knowing, often compel me to try to communicate those
experiences in some way. A sort of obsession with
the beauty, with the experience of being in the moment,
undulating, flowing, singing, simultaneously opens all the
senses and quiets the mind in a way that, at least for me,
makes translation into words extremely hard. Sometimes
I find the words to transmit something of value, but very
often I find what I have written is unconvincing, almost
mute.

I need a sort of synesthesia, making translations from
what I sense to words more natural or perhaps even involuntary.
Talking or writing about the experience directly, as though
it were a story or a play is something I cannot do. The full
experience is so rich, so overflowing, so infinite in possibilities that direct representation is clearly unattainable. But,
like visual subtleties easier to see with your peripheral
vision, something of the experience can be captured indi-
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rectly, by way of analogies, of shadows and impressionistic
portraits, in reflection, after the experience.
This is why some of the most effective, powerful art is
abstract or impressionistic. To transmit infinity, direct
representational art, creating an expectation of finiteness,
must be abandoned. Minimalism in music, moving us
into rhythms and flows that slowly shift us to different
states, is again, a sort of indirect encompassing, carrying
us somewhere, but not directly. Experiences in nature
align with this method of illumination, gently soaking in,
moving us, so that we gradually become aware of the fact
that we have been transformed, our attention has been
shifted, profoundly altering what we see and hear and
know.

Quietness – rich, vibrating, living, infinite – finds its
way from our experiences to the experience of others as
they immerse themselves in our art.
We have, together, attained a sort synesthesia.
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S p e a k i n g t h e La n g uag e t h at
cannot be Spoken

hough I have gone further in my mathematical career, my past is also filled with music. Violin performance in multiple orchestras and chamber groups,
together with with several concerto competitions and the
intense practice this required, had a large impact in my
life. There is also the fact that my father was a musician,
that our family was immersed in a musical environment.

T

I recently listened to a concerto while watching the notes
scroll by. The complexity of the notes on the page were,
somehow, not matched by the experience of music in that
innermost place – that place from which you play when
you perform. I found this experience very similar to the
experience of creating new mathematics and then writing
it down to communicate what I see.
Why?
Because I believe musical notes on paper and detailed
proofs in a book or published paper are both misleading.
The music and the mathematics are, somehow, much
simpler in their pure, newly created form. The complication evident in the written form comes from the unnatural
way we have to communicate music and mathematics.
When I slowly recall or relive the creation of a proof, whose
written form is non-trivial and may even seem imposing, I
find the natural state of the proof in the imagination to be
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simpler, even minimalistic. Yet when written, expanding
to something that looks imposing, it is often hard to read
or imagine.
In the natural language of the soul, both mathematical
proofs and musical compositions sing and flow. But in
the language of things written down, we usually lose this
living simplicity and beauty.
When we do harmonize the imagining and the telling, it is
through the action of a whole person, in real time, speaking, writing, drawing, adapting, listening, responding ...
finding the music that, for us, connects the inner and outer
universe.
For it is the human being that integrates the universe,
speaking the language that cannot be spoken.
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Fi n d i n g N e w Me x i c o,
Finding Home

Y

ou probably know the experience. Little flashes of
feeling, of sights and sounds, of a sense of place and
time, moving us to that place of being, to that place of
happy stillness. For a brief moment, we know again what
it is like be home.

The project of healing from trauma, of finding the peace
that passes understanding, is very much a project of finding the place without beginning or end, the place home
taught us to recognize.
For the search is universal – even those who have not
experienced a home seem to, somehow, understand the
call of a home, to have an instinct to seek home.
For me the physical places invoking a sense of home
have a strong intersection with New Mexico, literally and
figuratively. Time spent growing up in southern New
Mexico, and 10 years in northern New Mexico had an
effect that will never leave me.
In the music that fills my place without beginning or end,
New Mexico and what I experienced there will always
loom large. In the state of wonder flowing from that
music, inspiring that music, I naturally move to wanting
to know how I can share this, how I can help others find
this illuminated home.
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What opportunity am I missing to be alongside those that
seek home?
At first, as I grope towards an answer, I encounter my
own fear. That fear drives me to distort myself, to bend
myself out of shape so that He will accept and save me. I
work to make myself acceptable when there is nothing I
can do but accept the gift of life and wait quietly for fear
to dissipate so that I can see clearly where my path leads.
For He says, “Fear not” and “Follow me” and “My yoke is
easy, my burden is Light”.
Accepting this, in a child-like spirit of trust and playfulness,
joy powers the work of healing and illumination set before
me. Moving into stillness, I find that it was never far from
me, this way to be alongside others.

In the simple walk of healing, in the quietness that
sings, in the conversations with Him as he fights my battles, I find myself in that place without beginning or end,
that place of music and light.
And suddenly, quietly, I know I have found the home every
other home was calling me to, the home that does not fade.
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Si x ’ Th i s a n d Th at ’s

M

y own rather unusual upbringing – if measured
by the backgrounds of most of the people I
know – led to an early awareness of conflict
between views and practices held by various groups of
people. It became clear that these conflicts were often
rather counterproductive, that synthesis was actually both
possible and highly desirable.
Here are six examples I have found particularly relevant
for my life and experience.

1 Humans that think deeply and believe deeply – childlike trust in God, in their conversations with God, intertwined with deep, penetrating thoughts, insights, and
intuitions. Differences, yet resonance at the deepest levels. Communities of independent, thinking innovators,
creators, believers. The Spirit of God, manifest in those
that make up the “Stone cut out without hands”.
2 Deep collaborations between humans gifted at employing others in ennobling work and humans that see generosity and human improvement as the highest good –
thereby creating happy, thriving communities, growing by
attraction, convincing through demonstration that true collaboration between very different types of people is both
possible and deeply desirable. When we see conservative
and liberal impulses as two parts of a highly functional
whole, brought together by respect, and quietness driven
insight, we are able to create something much better than
the sum of the parts.
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3 Schools that teach people to think truly independently
and reinforce and deepen a walk with God – which is
very challenging, but not impossible. Most of what we
have now flows from either a rejection of God or an environment permeated by fear based theologies. Schools
following an illuminated, living path are very rare. Usually, such paths are individual – individual humans, on
their own, with God.
4 An environment rich enough because it values and brings
together practical, grounded doers and esoteric visionaries/dreamers. Ideally, they rub off on each other, learning
each other’s skills, becoming more complete human beings. When we see these impulses as two parts of a highly
functional whole, the path to something much greater than
the sum of the parts is opened.
5 Connections that are sustained and deepened by the integration of Mercy/Love and Truth. This is an art form,
beautiful to behold, but rarer than it should be. It is also
the heart of the wisest incarnations of the The Culture Code
culture. Made possible by humility and simple confidence,
it is always worth pursuing, even imperfectly, as a continuously improving practice.
6 Creative productivity unleashed by habits of taking the
time to think and feel and hear and see and doing and
creating with bare hands and open heart. This is being
and flowing. It is dynamic, embodied wisdom. It is the
living path. It is the only sustainable way to live.

These ’this and that’s are where cracks appear, divisions
emerge, and disagreements turn into separated half-efforts,
half-environments, half-collaborations. The ’this and that’s
become ’this or that’s.
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So few are taught the art of disagreement resolution, of a
deeply productive working through, of healing. Instead,
disagreements generate the impulse to separate, to divide,
to generate more and more finely divided tribes.
As a result, we end up with less and less functioning
projects, communities, companies, environments.
On the other hand, some division is necessary, even
healthy. Fresh starts are a natural part of growth. Both
because “Big” is often suboptimal, and new patches for
old garments are not a good idea.
Instead, new garments - to be used in new and old environments alike - can be cut from fabric woven from threads
intertwining and integrating the ’this and that’s above.
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S t o r i e s t h at In s p i r e Us

W

hat can the tale of Zorro and the stories of my
parent’s lives have in common? And how does
all this connect with a practice of gratitude?

I was led to think about this by a poignant reminder, in
one version of the story of Zorro, of the intense power of
stories to keep alive the nobility, generosity and love of
those who collaborate with Him "in whom we live and
move and have our being".

I thought of my parents, working for a nobler, more generous world, one in which healing and rich creativity was
common.
My mother started a nursing school in Kenya, Africa, just
before she turned 25. It was her healing instincts, her
persistence and spiritual vision that formed a very strong
foundation for the adventures we had as a family. It was
she who had the depth of insight to see the intense abilities
and vision in my Dad, where others only saw somebody
who was not mainstream, who marched to the beat of a
different drummer.
My father, with his keen eye and skilled hands supplementing his prodigious intellectual abilities, created environments that brought out the best in students as he
taught them music. (He was also called on to fix broken
environments, something that was very costly to him emotionally.) His interests ranged far wider – it was from him

113

23

s t o r i e s t h at i n s p i r e u s

I obtained my first calculus book when I was teenager.
It was through his help that I constructed a substantial
chemistry lab when I was very young. It was through
the environment he created that both my brother and I
became skilled makers, so that if my dyslexic brother had
not become an extraordinarily skilled dentist, he would
have made a brilliant experimental physicist or aeronautical engineer. And it was our father’s sense of boldness and
adventure that led to my brother and I meeting scientists
and artists and other amazing, creative people, from the
time we were very small until we were in college.
Our parents had both been quite poor as kids – growing
up in the depression, they knew what it was like to work
hard, to want something for a long time before getting it
(if they did get it), to feel with those who did not have.
They were both deeply kind and incredibly generous.
Neither one would want to be characterized as a hero or
visionary, and because I believe that these characterizations are never deeply useful, I would instead characterize
them as deeply empathetic, instinctively creative and unconsciously generous – it was just who they were, without
thinking about it, debating it, or laboring over it.

This heritage that I recall with gratitude is truly an inheritance whose value cannot be overestimated. Thinking
about it now brings a stillness and quietness.
For gratitude is powerful in ways that I am still discovering.
A beautiful meditation on gratitude in the form of a short
film by Louie Schwartzberg, which David Steindl-Rast
wrote and narrated, always brings me to stillness and
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peace. I remember again the power of love and light. I
remember again that peace and trust are always good
choices.

I am thankful that the stories of my parents, in spite of
the hardships and the trauma of loss, are characterized by
light and love and generosity. When I remember them, I
remember two people alive with courage and hope and
blessed by their own generosity. I remember two people
whose continuing sphere of influence demonstrates the
truth in "give and it shall be given unto you, pressed down,
shaken together and running over". I understand that the
gifts they gave to us, overwhelms all possible responses
except one, gratitude.
For gratitude is a deepening, an opening, an embrace of
generosity with your whole being. It is a state of being
filled with light. It is the acceptance of love.
It is the experience of running over.
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Obi
Dogs are simple angels, disguised by their dogness, but
ministering spirits all the same.
Filled with unconditional love and devotion, they are also
sprinkled with flaws so as not to give away the fact they are
working, under-cover, single-mindedly, to save as many
humans as they can.
Their living fills us with joy, if we will but open to their joy.
Their dying gives us such intense grief, it saves us from
arrogance, if we permit ourselves to feel honestly, their
passing. And their simple, complete devotion and love
while they are living disarms us so reliably, that we almost
always permit ourselves to feel their passing.
Remembering them, we finally understand their mission
in our lives.
We understand that love and humility are the channels
through which all life and healing flow. We know that
these simple, faithful friends never wavered, never faltered.
We see the power of a pure heart.
Dogs are simple angels, disguised by their dogness, but
ministering spirits all the same.
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Co n f e s s i o n

he story of Naaman (II Kings 5) tells of healing
through a quieting of the rational mind, of simplicity
cutting through to life and healing. In the story of
Nicodemus (John 3) another sophisticated thinker learns
to let go of his models, that simplicity and rebirth open
to the infinite complexity of the living path. My own
story, partly visible in these notes, has continually led me
deeper, towards more simplicity ... towards a very simple
confession.

T

confession
He speaks and it is
By His Life and Death I am healed
Through the torn veil I know Him
In Him I live and move and have my being
He heals my broken heart and binds up my wounds
He renews my quietness and confidence
He speaks peace into my soul

Perfect Love casts out fear
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S o m e t h i n g Li k e Po e t r y

the space b e t w e e n
in silence
a quietness sings
music fills my quietness
quietness, singing
music, banishing all but the stillness
an infinite poetry
the space between overflows with light
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something like poetry

ode to m y f at h e r
listen to the softly flowing wind
creating gentle thoughts,
soft with sunlight
strong with deep music,
feeling time only by how it sings
misunderstood by the deaf multitude,
the blind, the dead
though you sleep,
you live
i am your son
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nothing is w i t h h e l d
i am beginning to see tiny,
yet brilliant slivers
of something that happened at the Cross
so
so
so
so
to

enormous,
full of wonder,
full of illumination,
powerful that it brings a deep stillness
everything it touches.

a defeat of death and sin and all that is evil,
a defeat so complete that time held its breath,
so awesome that everything changed in that instant.
the tearing of the veil
was the beginning of a tearing,
of a cracking,
a disintegration of all the separates us from God.
we were at that moment in a completely new era.
time had begun its transformation,
back to where it began.
face to face,
in the silence that sings and heals,
with words that speak without words,
nothing is withheld.
nothing is withheld.
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other p l a n e t s
when
you set
my
heart
free
--free from this
and
anti-this
escaping
binary
compressions
and
bondage
to narrow orbits
choosing
the third
way
that opens
infinity
the living
path
inviting
me to flights
without limit
--life
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rich
illuminated
overflowing
unbounded
bright with
the light
of
countless
suns
constrained
by love
yet
unlimited
infinite
freedom
yet
running
in
the
paths
of
Your
command
--other planets
on which
we
were
meant
to live
to create
to unfold
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no longer
traded
for a few shekels
for mere crusts of bread
for enough
is a feast
that
opens infinity
in the light
of other
suns
on other planets
without
number
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